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RESIST-DYED TEXTILES | 


Tapestries, weft-loop textiles, and drawloom textiles, how- 
ever much they may differ in technique and appearance, are 
alike in one fundamental way. In each case the creation of 
the pattern is inseparable from the weaving of the fabric 
itself. The two textiles illustrated here represent an entirely 
different approach to decoration. In resist-dyeing, as prac- 
ticed in Late Antiquity, designs were painted onto already- 
woven, undyed linen, using a combination of a resist (a 
substance impervious to dye, e.g. wax) and a mordant (a 
substance which fixes the color of a dye). The entire cloth 
was then immersed in dye, almost invariably indigo, which 
affected it only where the mordant had been applied. When 
the resist was removed, the pattern appeared drawn in blue 
and in the natural color of the linen, against a blue back- 
ground. 

The technique of resist-dyeing, which seems to have been 
an Egyptian specialty, lent itself to elaborate figural com- 
positions of great freedom and energy. (For the most spec- 
tacular of these, a Dionysiac scene now in the Louvre, see 
R. Bianchi-Bandinelli: Rome: The Late Empire, New York, 
1971, pl. 45.) Much attention was lavished on details of 
costume and ornament, but the overriding impression re- 
mains one of spontaneity. 

Christian scenes outnumber pagan ones in the surviving 
resist-dyed textiles. However, there is no stylistic distinction 
between pagan and Christian examples, and given the poor 
condition of many of the textiles it is not always possible 
to say with certainty what subject is depicted. 

A concise account of Late Antique resist-dyed textiles 
appears in Kendrick: Catalogue of Textiles, vol. Ul, pp. 
60ff. See also V. Illgen: Zweifarbige reservetechnisch 
eingefarbte Leinenstoffe mit grossfigurigen biblischen 
Darstellungen aus Agypten (doctoral dissertation, Johannes 
Gutenberg-Universitat, Mainz), Mainz, 1968. 
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4116 Fragment depicting the infancy of 
Dionysus (?) 
Fourth or fifth century 
The fragmentary condition of this textile 
makes its subject difficult to identify with cer- 
tainty, but cf. the scenes from the life of 
Dionysus in the upper register of the resist- 
dyed textile in the Louvre, cited in the intro- 
duction to this section. 
Resist-dyed linen, plain weave 
Maximum dimensions: 22” x 17!" (55.9 cm x 44.5 
em) 
Acquired in 1950 from Phocion Tano, Cairo 
72.178A 


117 Two fragments depicting a standing 
figure 
Fourth or fifth century 


The reconstruction seen here is conjectural, as 
the two fragments may not be from the same 
composition. Because the context is lost and 
the Greek inscription is too fragmentary to be 
read, it has not been possible to identify the 
figure. 

Resist-dyed linen, plain weave 

Upper fragment: 16/2" x 10%" (42 cm x 26 cm): 
lower fragment: 111%” x 10%" (29.2 cm x 26.7 cm) 
Acquired in 1950 from Phocion Tano, Cairo 
72.178B 
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